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Abstract

“I SEE GAY PEOPLE” GAYDAR ABILITIES IN A REAL-WORLD DISTRIBUTION

Benjamin P Skillman

“Gaydar” is the colloquial term for identifying someone’s sexual orientation from
physical cues. Past literature has shown that people can identify someone’s sexual
orientation at above chance levels. Past literature has used a 50/50 split of gay and
straight faces and used non-standardized images, which can induce confounds in the
results. The present study examined gaydar accuracy in a realistic distribution of straight
and gay faces using standardized images and examined facial morphology for differences
between gay and straight men. Participants were not found to have above chance
accuracy for identifying gay faces. PCA did not identify reliable shape differences
between gay and straight men’s faces. Participants past contact with gay men did not
affect their gaydar accuracy. When examining perceived sexual orientation of the faces,
faces that were rated as more masculine by a separate sample tended to be rated as gay
less often than the feminine faces by those in the rating task. The finding that femininity
is associated with being perceived as gay is supported by previous literature. The current
study calls into question the idea that people have accurate gaydar abilities and the idea
that there are reliable facial differences between gay and straight men.
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Introduction

Every day, people make judgements about those around them based on physical
traits. The notion that we can make accurate perceptions about individuals from brief
interactions alone is often referred to as the “kernel of truth hypothesis” (e.g., Berry,
1990; Penton-Voak, Pound, & Perrett, 2006; Todorov, Said, Engell, & Oosterhof,
2008). In their meta-analytic review of this literature, Ambady and Rosenthal (1992)
summarized studies investigating the accuracy of people’s judgements from these thin
slices of behavior. Their analysis suggested that people are, indeed, accurately able to
judge a variety of personality traits from faces, voices, and/or bodies based on
interactions as short as 30 seconds or as long as five minutes. In particular, the traits
most accurately assessed included: teaching efficacy, existence of deception, and patient
wellbeing. Additional research has shown that we can accurately perceive additional
traits such as threat (Oosterhof & Todorov, 2008), trust, and dominance (Fruhen,
Watkins, & Jones, 2015).
Whereas previous literature has suggested that there may indeed be a “kernel of
truth” in these perceptual judgements, this work has primarily focused on potentially
facultative personality traits. More recently researchers have begun to investigate whether
these perceptions extend to aspects of identity, such as sexual orientation. The concept of
being able to identify someone’s sexual orientation from visual cues is colloquially
known as “gaydar”. In an early study on this topic, participants were found to be able to
accurately identify a target’s sexual orientation from 10 second and one second silent
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videos, and from six stills shots featuring the participant’s whole body (accuracy rates
approx 62%; Ambady, Hallahan, Conner, 1999). A recent study that sparked a great deal
of controversy in the media suggested that it may even be possible to train AI to detect
sexual orientation from photographs and suggested that AI was more accurate than
people at judging sexual orientation from pictures of faces (Wang & Kosinski, 2018).
The idea that people can accurately judge personality characteristics from facial
cues has led to the notion that people with different personality traits may have
underlying differences in facial morphology (Oosterhof & Todorov, 2008). Given that
previous research has suggested people may be able to make accurate inferences
regarding sexual orientation from facial cues, is it possible that there are detectable
phenotypic differences between straight and gay individuals? Studies directly examining
facial morphology have shown that, compared to straight men, gay men tend to have less
symmetrical faces (Hughes & Bremme, 2011) and more feminine faces (Skorska,
Geniole, Vrysen, McCormick, & Bogaert, 2015; Robertson, Kingsley, & Ford,
2019). More specifically, gay men tend to have more rounded and larger chins, smaller
noses, eyes that are closer together, and mouths with more downward oriented corners
(Valentova, Kleisner, Havlíček, & Neustupa, 2014). One potential mechanism for the
development of morphological differences between gay and straight men is proposed
differing levels of testosterone exposure in prenatal development (Androgen Signaling
Theory; Rice, Friberg, Gavrilets, 2012). This is supported by the finding that gay and
straight men also show differences in sexually dimorphic brain regions such as the
hypothalamus, which is rich in androgen receptors (Levay, 1991). Furthermore,
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testosterone affects skeletal growth and gay men have been found to be shorter and have
shorter long bones than straight men (Skorska & Bogaert, 2017; Martin & Nguyen
2004).
When it comes to people’s ability to perceive sexual orientation, Rule and
Ambady (2008) found that sexual orientation could be reliably discerned at above chance
levels just from looking at a man’s face for as little as 50 milliseconds. When judging
sexual orientation of women, sexual orientation could be accurately categorized from
only 40 milliseconds (Rule, Ambady, & Hallett, 2009). Although some research has
suggested that perceptions of sexual orientation involve holistic processing of faces
(Tabak & Zayas, 2012), several studies indicate that the entirety of a person’s face is not
necessary to make accurate judgements about a person’s sexuality; people are more
accurate than chance at categorizing men by looking only at their hair, eyes, or mouth
alone (Rule, Ambady, Adams, & Macrae, 2008). This research highlights the influence
of contextual cues in sexual orientation perception, in addition to potential morphological
differences in the faces of gay and straight men.
Gaydar abilities appear to vary both between and within individuals. For example,
individuals who report having lower prejudice toward gay people have higher accuracy of
sexual orientation judgements when judgments are made from unstandardized, publicdomain images (Rule, Tskhay, Brambilla, Riva, Andrzejewski, & Krendl,
2015). Women’s gaydar abilities fluctuate across the menstrual cycle, with more
accurate judgments during peak ovulation when judging men’s but not of women’s faces,
and are sensitive to context, with more accurate judgments being made when women are
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primed with mating/reproduction cues (Rule, Rosen, Slepian, & Ambady, 2011).
Additionally, when individuals make a judgment regarding the sexual orientation of a
target, the speed of that judgment has been shown to affect accuracy - with faster
judgments being more accurate (Rule et al., 2009).
In addition to these within and between individual variations in gaydar abilities,
research has also suggested that there may be a learned or experiential component to the
ability to accurately perceive sexual orientation from an individual’s physical appearance.
A recent study found that increased contact or familiarity with gay people was related to
increased gaydar accuracy (Brambilla, Riva, & Rule, 2013). The notion that experience
or expertise with a class of faces improves perception and/or recognition abilities is in
line with decades of work on the Other Race Effect, which refers to the robust finding
that faces of one’s own race are easier to recognize and perceive than faces of other races
(Goldstein & Chance, 1985; Lindsay, Jack, & Christian, 1991; Walker & Tanaka
2003). Early research on the impact of experience/contact on the Other Race Effect
demonstrated that participants trained to perceive Japanese faces showed better
recognition of Japanese faces than those who were not trained to perceive Japanese faces
(Goldstein & Chance, 1985). Additionally, Asian participants attending a majority white
Canadian school showed increased processing for both Caucasian and Asian faces while
Caucasian students showed increased processing for only Caucasian faces (Tanaka,
Kiefer, & Bukach, 2004). Together, this research demonstrates that contact or experience
is a key factor in how faces are processed and recognized, which suggests that contact or
familiarity with gay people may affect how accurately their faces are processed.

GAYDAR

5

Though people tend to make more accurate judgements about the sexual
orientation of individuals from their own race/culture (Valentova, Rieger, Havlíček,
Linsenmeier, & Bailey, 2011), evidence suggests they may still be able to make accurate
assessments of the sexual orientation of people from other races/cultures (Rule, Ishii,
Ambady, Rosen, & Hallett, 2011; Valentova et al., 2011). Though gay stereotypes may
vary from culture to culture, the idea of what a gay person “looks like” may not vary as
widely between cultures. Overall gender congruence (sex typicality) appears to be an
important cue for perceptions of an individual’s sexual orientation. Many studies show
that people rely on the masculinity/femininity of the target when making their judgements
about a person’s sexual orientation (Freeman, Johnson, Ambady, & Rule, 2010; Lyons,
Lynch, Brewer & Bruno, 2014; Rieger, Linsenmeier, Gygax, Garcia, & Bailey, 2010;
Valentova et al., 2011). For example, feminine men are more likely to be rated as gay
than straight and masculine women are more likely to be rated as lesbian than straight.
This appears to extend to different modalities. For example, increased perceived
femininity in men’s voices is linked to increased attributions of homosexuality
(Valentova & Havlíček, 2013). Additionally, research has suggested these perceptions
occur from bodily movement as well. One study found that participants more frequently
judged individuals walking on a treadmill as gay if they had a more female-typical
movement, even with a masculine body shape (Johnson, Gill, Reichman, & Tassinary,
2007).
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Problems with Gaydar Research
Research on face-based gaydar has several confounds that affect much of the
current literature. First, many of the facial stimuli used in the past literature are nonstandardized photos, primarily composed of pictures gathered from dating or social media
websites. These pictures can vary on quality, photographic conditions, expression of the
target, and the degree of additional contextual cues to sexual orientation (e.g.,
environment displayed in background, hairstyle and clothing/accessories, etc.). Recent
studies investigating social perceptions from facial cues have demonstrated that variation
in photographic conditions (e.g., lighting, focal length, camera-to-head distance,
position/posture of subject) can distort the morphometrics of the skull (Eliášová & Krsek,
2007) and affect assessments of masculinity/femininity (Třebický, Fialová, Kleisner, &
Havlíček, 2016), dominance (Hehman, Leitner, & Gaertner, 2013), as well as health
(Stephen, Smith, Stirrat, & Perrett, 2009). While the use of non-standardized photos from
dating websites may add to the external validity of the study, it decreases the internal
validity. Gay men tend to have higher quality pictures than straight men (Cox, Devine,
Bischmann, & Hyde, 2016) which could be artificial cue to sexual orientation. When this
difference was controlled for, people relied much more heavily on stereotypic statements
and very weakly on the picture of the face when making judgements about sexual
orientation. Rule, Johnson, and Freeman (2016) investigated the quality of the picture
sets used in past studies and found significant quality differences in five of their 13
stimulus sets. When standardized photos are used, the accuracy of sexual orientation
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judgements tend to fall below chance (Valentova & Havlíček, 2013), calling into question
the notion that it is possible to accurately assess sexual orientation from potential
differences in facial morphology between gay and straight men alone.
Beyond picture quality, using photos from dating websites presents the issue of
self-presentation bias; people are unlikely to portray how they look on a day to day basis
in their profile picture (Toma & Hancock, 2010). Some individuals will use makeup or
better lighting to make their face look different than they do normally. One study found
that many people go so far as having a glamour shot taken to use as a dating profile
picture (Witty, 2008). In an attempt to control for self-presentation bias, the researchers
used pictures that the target was “tagged” in on Facebook (Rule & Ambady, 2008).
However, this method may not actually prevent self-presentation bias; the person may not
have posted the picture, but it is entirely likely that they still had a say in how they looked
and whether or not the photo was uploaded.
Another flaw in the facial gaydar literature is the distribution of facial stimuli
used in studies. Most, if not all, of the studies examining gaydar have used a 50/50
distribution of pictures of gay and straight men (e.g., Rule & Ambady, 2008, Cox et al.,
2016), but more often than not, LGBT people will be the minority group in a social
environment (Gates, 2017). Past literature states that around 5% of the US population is
gay (Plöderl, 2014). A recent Gallup Poll states that the population of LGBT people in
the US at 4.1% (Gates, 2017). In the UK, the Office for National Statistics’ report shows
the LGB population at 2%, but 4.1% for those 16-24 (Knipe, 2017). Because
homophobia is still somewhat prevalent in the US and the UK (e.g. Drydakis 2015), gay
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individuals are likely underreporting or may not feel comfortable reporting their sexual
orientation, suggesting that the actual LGBT population may be closer to 5% of the total
population. Cox et al. (2016) recently pointed out the poor generalizability of studies
using these non-representative distributions. Half-and-half distributions may work for
investigating differences between groups and the mechanisms of these judgements but
they cannot generalize to real world accuracy. Most gaydar studies report an overall
accuracy rate between 50% and 70% for these 50/50 distributions, however, it is unclear
if this above chance accuracy would be found in samples that matched a real-world
distribution of gay and straight individuals. This idea is backed by the ignoring of the
base-rate fallacy in most, if not all, studies on gaydar (Plöderl, 2014). The base-rate
fallacy is when one ignores general information (the base-rate) and uses information for
specific cases when making decisions (Cox et al., 2016). In the gaydar field, researchers
are using a manufactured distribution of 50/50. Because these proportions don’t match
the real world, the accuracy ratings are not only generalizable, they are grossly
inflated. Plöderl (2014) goes so far as to suggest that the interpretations of the past
studies are “unethical”.
Gaydar judgements may have negative repercussions. People who were not
morally opposed to prejudice but still wanted to be viewed as non-prejudiced tended to
give more intense shocks to a person who was implied to be gay than a person who was
explicitly labeled as gay (Cox & Devine, 2014). Because the imaginary subject was not
explicitly gay, participants could act prejudiced without being viewed as prejudiced.
When looking at the control conditions, shock intensity was unrelated to internal and
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external motivation to respond without prejudice when the imaginary confederate was
straight. That being said, people seem to have fallible opinions of gaydar. When people
are told that gaydar is just stereotyping, and therefore not real, they tend to ignore the
content of stereotypical statements when making judgements of sexual orientation from a
face (Cox et al., 2016).

Predictions
More recently, research has focused on the caveats of sexual orientation
identification. The literature is divided on whether or not face-based gaydar is the
detection of underlying morphological (i.e. physical) differences in the faces of straight
and gay men or whether it is simply stereotyping based off contextual or stylized cues
like hair, interests, or expression. The purpose of my study is to investigate if the
removal of contextual cues in facial photographs effects people’s gaydar abilities.
The aims of this study are: to investigate if above chance accuracy of judgments
of sexual orientation can be found in a realistic distribution of gay and straight faces
while controlling for picture quality, to investigate the impact of contact/familiarity on
the accuracy of these judgments, and to investigate the role of potential morphological
differences in the face that contribute to the perception of sexual orientation. The facial
photographs will be analyzed for morphological differences using facial mapping
software to determine which aspects of facial appearance contribute to perceptual
judgments of sexual orientation. I predict that people will show above chance accuracy
for identifying the gay and straight faces and the gay faces alone, those with increased
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contact with gay men will show increased gaydar accuracy, and gay men and straight
men will show differences in face shape.
These hypotheses, methods, and planned analyses were pre-registered at
https://osf.io/fqd64/. Some minor modifications were made to the planned analyses in
light of newly established protocols in the field.
Method

Participants
Participants (N = 97) were brought into the lab to complete the study on
Qualtrics. The sample consisted mainly of Humboldt State students recruited from
SONA (M = 21.22, SD = 4.40). The sample consisted of mainly women (n = 67), some
age

age

men (n = 14) and, some non-binary (n = 9) participants. Sample size was derived from an
a priori power analysis. Participants enrolled in eligible courses received extra credit.

Facial Stimuli
Ninety-six full-face photographs (52 straight) of adult Czech men were obtained
from a collaborator for use in this study. All photographs were taken under standardized
photographic conditions in two separate sets. Six of these images were excluded due to
being duplicates across both sets and 14 were excluded after visual inspection due to
suboptimal standardization (e.g., visible hair that could not be masked out). A total of 76
images (38 straight, 38 gay) were used in the final perceptual task. The photographed
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men were recruited through website advertisements, pamphlets distributed at local bars,
through a radio broadcast and snowball sampling. All individuals photographed were
between 18 and 35 years old. Photographs were taken in a small windowless room
against a constant background, under standardized lighting conditions, and participants
were instructed to pose with a neutral expression. Camera-to-head distance (1.5m) and
camera settings were held constant for all photographs. Photographs were taken using a
Canon 350D camera with the focus Canon EF 50/1.8 II (see Valentova & Havlíček
2013).
For use in the study, the facial photographs were mapped using a standard 189point template that demarcates landmark and semi-landmark features using Webmorph
(DeBruine, 2017). Images where then aligned based on interpupillary distance and
masked using a white background, thus removing the hairstyle and other potential
contextual cues to sexual orientation. The men in these photographs reported
demographic information, including sexual orientation. Sexual orientation was assessed
using the 7-point Kinsey Scale (Kinsey, 1953). For the purposes of the experimental
task, these men were categorized as straight if they report a score of 0-2 on the Kinsey
Scale, gay if they report a score of 4-6 on the Kinsey Scale. Men reporting bisexual
orientation (i.e., a score of 3) were not included in the image set.

Procedure
Participants completed a two-alternative forced choice judgement for each of the
aforementioned stimuli in the lab, whereby they indicated if they thought the individual
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was straight or gay. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: a
standard experimental condition which consisted of a 50:50 distribution of gay:straight
faces (76 faces presented in total, 38 gay, 38 straight), or a real-world condition which
consisted of a 7:93 ratio of gay:straight faces (40 faces presented in total, 3 gay, 37
straight - note that the total number of faces included in this condition was limited by the
number of faces available in the imageset; Gates, 2017). A control condition with 95:5
gay:straight faces was originally proposed but was dropped due to a coding error that
would have made the ratios between this and the real-world condition unequal.
The three gay faces were randomly selected from the total available set of 38 gay faces
and the identities presented varied between participants to ensure that perceptual abilities
weren’t affected by any one individual in the imageset. All faces were presented in a fully
randomized order for both conditions.
Following the rating task, participants reported their confidence in their “gaydar”
abilities using a 5-point scale, where 1 (“Not accurate at all”) and 5 (“Extremely
accurate”; following Brambilla et al., 2013). Specifically, they were asked “How
accurate do you think your gaydar abilities are?” Participants also reported their amount
of contact with gay men in the past using the same five questions used in Brambilla et al.
(2013).
A separate group of 20 research assistants from research labs at Humboldt State
University rated the men’s faces on masculinity/femininity on a seven point scale from 1
(Very Feminine) to 7 (Very Masculine) , see Figure 1 for distribution of these ratings for
the gay and straight faces. Higher scores for perceived masculinity/femininity indicate
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more masculine faces. The utilization of a separate group avoided participants being
influenced by their judgements of the target’s sexual orientation.
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Figure 1. Rating of perceived masculinity/femininity across sexual orientation of the
targets
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Results

Overall accuracy was computed for each participant by dividing the number of
faces for which sexual orientation (either gay or straight) was correctly identified by the
total number of faces seen (M = 53.83%, SD = 12.37%). Accuracy for the perception of
gay faces specifically was computed for each participant by dividing the number of gay
faces correctly identified by the total number of gay faces seen (M = 43.23%, SD =
24.89%). A contact score for each participant was computed by averaging the five
contact questions from Brambilla et al. (2013), (α = .81). Overall, reported confidence in
gaydar abilities appeared fairly low (M = 2.18, SD = 0.86); none of the participants
indicated the highest confidence (“Extremely accurate”).

Hypothesis 1
To investigate if participants (irrespective of the condition they were assigned to)
were accurate at perceiving the sexual orientation of faces at above chance levels, a one
sample t-test was used. Since the task was dichotomous, 50% accuracy represents
chance. Accuracy scores were arcsine transformed to ensure compliance with
assumptions, t-test statistics represent the arcsine transformed scores while the means and
standard deviations are untransformed for interpretability. Overall, participants
performed at above chance levels, t(82) = 2.86, p < .01, d = 0.31, BF10 = 5.34, for overall
accuracy of the detection of sexual orientation from standardized faces. When looking at
the accuracy of gay faces only, participants did not perform significantly different than

GAYDAR

16

chance, t(82) = -1.57, p = .12, d = 0.17, BF10 = 0.39, indicating a tendency to over
perceive gay men’s faces as being straight.
A Welch t-test was used to compare the performance of participants in the realworld and the experimental conditions. Participants in the real-world condition (M =
52.00%, SD = 29.48%) were significantly better at identifying gay faces than participants
in the experimental condition (M = 34.77%, SD = 14.28%), t(56.08) = -3.05, p < .01, d =
0.66, BF10 = 7.96 x 1019.

Hypothesis 2
To investigate if those with more contact were more accurate than those with less
contact, a regression was conducted with accuracy of categorization of gay faces as the
dependent variable and condition, amount of contact, and confidence of gaydar abilities
as predictors. Contact, confidence, and accuracy of gay faces were assessed for
normality using 99% confidence interval of skew and kurtosis. Accuracy of
categorization of gay faces was positively skewed and transformed to normality with a
square root transformation. Transformations did not affect the outcome of the analysis so
untransformed results are presented for interoperability. Predictors were also centered.
While the overall model was significant, F(7, 89) = 2.17, = .04, R2, = .15., only one of
the predictor variables was a significant predictor. As shown in the t-test, those in the
real-world condition tended to perform better than those in the experimental
condition. Contact, confidence, and/or any of the interactions among these variables
were not significant predictors of accuracy of gay faces (See Table 1). Figure 2 displays
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the relationship between condition and confidence and Figure 3 displays the relationship
between condition and contact. A robust regression was used to ensure compliance with
assumptions. The robust regression did not provide different results.

b*
-.31

-.02
-.02
-.02
-.02
-.02
-.12

Variable

Condition
(Real-World)

Contact

Confidence

Condition x Contact

Condition x Confidence

Contact x Confidence

Condition x Contact x Confidence

.35

.86

.85

.84

.88

.88

.01

p

.01

.00

.00

.00

.00

.00

.09

2

sr

Table 1. Regression Statistics for Condition, Contact, & Confidence for Accuracy of Gay Faces
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Hypothesis 3
Calculating a Sexual Orientation Vector. A principal components analysis
(PCA) was conducted on the mapped facial points using publicly available code from
https://osf.io/98qf4/. The first six principal components, explaining a total of 72% of
variance in face shape were selected according to the Broken Stick Model. The first
principal component was selected according to the Wilk’s Lambda criterion for a linear
discriminant analysis (LDA). The scores were used to create a sexual orientation vector
with gay and straight prototypes at either end. Each face can then be given a sexual
orientation vector score based on its respective position along the vector, with higher
scores indicating a more gay typical face shape, and lower scores indicating a more
straight typical face shape. This method of analyzing facial morphology follows
previously established protocols (Holzleitner et al. 2018; Hahn et al. 2018).
Calculating Facial Masculinity/Femininity. From the 20 masculinity/femininity
ratings of the 76 faces, two of the faces had a missing score from one rater. The mean
rating for the face was imputed in place of missing rating and taken as part of the overall
average score for the face. Refer to Figure 1 for a visual representation of the distribution
of these masculinity/femininity ratings for the gay and straight faces.
Calculating Perceived Sexual Orientation. A perceived sexual orientation score
was computed for each face by dividing the number of times a face was labeled as gay by
the total number of times the face was seen by participants in the gaydar task. Therefore,
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higher scores indicate that a face was perceived as gay more often than straight
(regardless of actual sexual orientation).
Statistical Analyses. Perceived masculinity/femininity, perceived sexual
orientation, and the sexual orientation vector were assessed for normality. Perceived
sexual orientation and the sexual orientation vector were positively skewed and therefore
transformed to normality using a square root transformation. Transformations did not
influence significance of results so untransformed results are reported for interoperability.
The sexual orientation vector and perceived masculinity were entered into a
logistic regression predicting actual sexual orientation. Unsurprisingly, the sexual
orientation vector significantly predicted actual sexual orientation, OR = 1.31, OR 95%
CI [1.03, 1.72], p = .04, where higher scores on the vector related to a greater likelihood
of the target self-reporting as gay. Perceived masculinity/femininity did not predict
actual sexual orientation, OR = 0.77, OR 95% CI [0.35, 1.65], p = .50.
The sexual orientation vector and perceived masculinity/femininity were next
used to predict perceived sexual orientation, F (2, 73) = 17.47, p < .001, R2 = .32. The
sexual orientation vector did not significantly predict perceived sexual orientation, b* = 0.13, p = .186, squared sr2 = .02 (see Figure 4). Perceived masculinity/femininity was a
significant predictor whereby more masculine faces (higher scores) were rated as gay less
often than feminine faces, b* = -0.53, p < .001, sr2 = 0.26. Figure 5 shows the
relationship between perceived masculinity/femininity and perceived sexual
orientation. Upon graphing the data, a potential outlier emerged. The exclusion of the
potential outlier did not affect the significance of results, the outlier was not removed in
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the presented statistics. A robust regression was used to ensure compliance with
assumptions. The robust regression did not provide different results.
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Figure 4. Sexual orientation vector score and perceived sexual orientation
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Figure 5. Perceived masculinity and perceived sexual orientation
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Discussion

Overall, people were not able to identify the gay faces at above chance
accuracy. The main finding of the present study is that perceived masculinity/femininity,
but not actual sexual orientation predicts perceived sexual orientation. These finding
suggest that people do not have accurate gaydar abilities, despite the perception that they
are accurate. Although overall accuracy, independent of condition (experimental/realworld) and face type (gay/straight), was significantly above chance, participants still only
performed around 53% accuracy, which may not represent a meaningful difference.
Previous research (e.g. Rule & Ambady, 2008; Rule et al. 2008) has shown above
chance accuracy for identifying gay faces, which this study does not replicate. In the
current study, participants were unable to accurately identify the sexual orientation of gay
men in either condition (experimental or real-world). Participants who saw only three
gay faces (i.e., those in the real-world condition) tended to have higher accuracy for gay
faces than did those who saw 36 gay faces (i.e., those in the traditional experimental
condition), but neither group performed significantly better than chance. The primary
difference between the current study and previous literature is the utilization of
standardized images. Standardized images remove contextual cues (e.g. expression) and
allow for judgements based on face shape alone. If gaydar is people accurately and
reliably picking up on legitimate differences in face shape, the standardization of images
and the distribution of faces should not have an effect on accuracy. Therefore these
results suggest that gaydar judgements are not accurate.
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Unlike Brambilla et al. (2012), contact was not found to affect accuracy of
categorization. Brambilla et al. found that those with more contact were less confident
but more accurate, however, the current study did not find a relationship between
accuracy and contact or confidence, and/or their interaction. This finding casts doubt on
the relationship between contact and gaydar accuracy. The argument could be made that
this is due to a lack of contact with the Czech faces, given that I used Northern
Californian raters and Czech targets. However, gaydar has previously been suggested to
be accurate across cultures, even when directly comparing American and Czech men
(Valentova et al. 2011), so this explanation is unlikely to resolve the discrepancies
between the current findings and those of previous research.
The finding that more feminine faces were rated as gay more often in the current
study is in line with Freeman et al. (2010) as well as Valentova et al. (2014). It seems
that the stereotype that gay men are feminine may be the driving factor in people’s sexual
orientation judgements, suggesting that so-called gaydar really reflects the perception of
sex typicality in faces rather than actual morphological differences in the faces of gay and
straight men. However, as the gay men’s faces were not all rated as extremely feminine
and the straight men’s faces were not all rated as extremely masculine (see Figure 1
above), sex typicality may not always be a helpful heuristic. For example, the face that
was rated as gay the most often (79% of the times seen), upon visual inspection,
presented both feminine and masculine features (e.g., rounder & feminine jaw but a
strong masculine brow; Perrett et al. 1988), suggesting that using separate scales for both
perceived masculinity and femininity instead might provide a more nuanced
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understanding of the relationship between sexual dimorphism and perceptions of sexual
orientation.
To visually inspect the morphometric differences between gay and straight faces,
I also created a composite straight and composite gay face by averaging the 2D shape,
color, and texture of the 38 gay men’s faces and the 38 straight men’s faces (Tiddeman,
Burt, & Perrett, 2001) and the 10 faces rated as gay the most often and the 10 rated the
gay least often were used to create composites of what raters perceived a gay and straight
person should look like. The two faces made from using actual sexual orientation looked
similar and it took strong transformations of a separate face to observe visible
morphological differences between the composites (See Figure 6). It could be that
participants were unable to correctly identify the gay individuals in the photo set because
the gay men did not generally differ in appearance from the straight men. Whether the
lack of visual facial differences is due to gay men and straight men not having reliable
perceivable facial differences or the similarity is simply an artifact of the photo set is
unclear. It should be noted that photos from Valentova and Havlíček (2013) were used as
a subset of the images in the current study; in the previous (2013) study, the gay men’s
faces were rated as more masculine than the straight men’s faces by a set of Czech
raters. Further research examining gaydar accuracy using a different set of standardized
images is necessary to tease out an answer.
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Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, although every effort was made to use
highly standardized images, it is difficult to access a large set of faces with corresponding
sexual orientation information, so the number of faces I was able to use was limited. It
should also be noted that some of the faces had some facial hair; this is not ideal for
standardization and may have affected masculinity and sexual orientation perception of
some of the faces. Additionally, due to the experimental setup on Qualtrics, to ensure
that a random subset of faces was selected for the real-world condition, the two
conditions saw an unequal number of total faces. However, again, if gaydar is something
that people can do reliably and accurately, the total number of faces should not matter.
Future research should focus on the collection of other standardized images to compare
these results to.

Conclusions
Past literature has suggested that people can accurately identify someone’s sexual
orientation, giving credibility to the folk notion of gaydar (Ambady, Hallahan & Conner,
1999; Rule et al 2008). This previous research has suggested that there may be
phenotypic differences between straight and gay men. The current study used
standardized images to investigate if sexual orientation could be determined from the face
alone, isolating these potential morphometric differences, while endeavoring to remove
as many additional contextual cues as possible. Results showed that people were not able
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to identify the sexual orientation of the targets, even when the distribution of gay and
straight faces more closely aligns with the population, calling into question the claim that
there may be underlying morphological differences between gay and straight men’s faces.
The finding that more masculine men are rated as gay less often is replicated in the
current study (Freeman et al 2010; Valentova et al. 2014). Results from this study
suggest that people’s sexual orientation judgments are based off of sex typicality of the
face rather than actual morphological variation.
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